Auditory selective attention in young and elderly adults: the selection of single versus conjoint features.
The effects of aging on the behavioral and neurophysiological correlates of auditory selective attention were investigated when selection was between either unidimensional or multidimensional stimuli. Attentional processes were studied by recording event-related brain potentials (ERPs) from 16 young (M = 22 years) and 16 elderly adults (M = 74 years) while they detected target tones based on a single location cue or a conjunction of location and pitch cues. Performance declined from the single- to the conjoint-cue task for both age groups but more so for the elderly. The ERP data showed that both age groups used a hierarchical processing strategy to perform the conjoint-cue task, but processing of the pitch dimension took longer for the elderly than for the young. The ERP data also showed that the scalp distribution of a late aspect of the waveform was more restricted in both anterior and posterior directions for the elderly. This suggests that frontal-lobe dependent attentional processes may be less efficacious with aging.